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Tobacco: a threat to development?
Ruth E Malone,1 Joshua S Yang2

In keeping with the broader understanding 
that tobacco is not merely a threat to indi-
vidual health but to the cause of social and 
environmental justice, the theme for 
World No-Tobacco Day this year is 
Tobacco: A threat to development. Here it 
is important to first differentiate the type 
of development that advances the health 
of individuals, communities and ecosys-
tems versus the type of development that 
exploits and harms them. The term ‘devel-
opment’ as it has been used historically in 
the social sciences is itself fraught with 
ambiguity and inconsistency.1

Traditionally, the term has usually 
included an element of maturation of econ-
omies and economic industries so people 
can move out of the non-wage sector 
into more productive and prosperous 
wage sectors. Over time, ‘development’ 
has been broadened to address human 
development, including health, literacy, 
democracy, human rights and other 
non-economic domains. Nevertheless, the 
dominant, often implicit, interpretation of 
‘development’ is of economic development 
or the development of economic systems 
to meet human development goals.

Though the proportion of the world’s 
population living in poverty has declined 
since 1990,2 ‘development’ has resulted 
in increasing inequality and a consol-
idation of wealth and power among 
economic and political elites, with neolib-
eralism the dominant model for pursuing 
economic growth and development since 
the 1970s.3 For local communities, the 
result is often exploitation of human and 
natural resources and public goods,4 and 
exclusion from the benefits of economic 
growth. An uncritical embedding of global 
health within a development agenda can 
also lead to an over-reliance on economic 
principles and tools—such as fostering 
individual choice and market mecha-
nisms—to achieve health goals. Both of 
these may favour the corporate agenda of 
Big Tobacco, undermining the critical role 
of strong regulations to protect the public.

‘Sustainable’ development has been 
defined as ‘development that promotes 
prosperity and economic opportunity, 
greater social well-being and protection 
of the environment.’5 Overall, research 
shows that the business of tobacco is 
simply not compatible with such a vision. 
First, tobacco does not promote wide-
spread prosperity. While economic boons 
accrue to some, the burdens are dispro-
portionately distributed among nations 
and groups already suffering from higher 
rates of disease, poverty and marginal-
ising factors.6 Admittedly, in some areas, 
government subsidies and the ability 
of growers to time the tobacco market 
through curing make tobacco a profitable 
crop for small numbers of farmers, but in 
many regions, farmers accrue net losses 
due to their inability to set fair prices, their 
need for advance funding to buy supplies 
and the advantages of large buyers who 
exert control over supply chains.7

Tobacco use is associated with increased 
poverty and food insecurity among both 
farmers and users as land formerly used to 
grow food crops is converted to tobacco 
growing and limited funds are used to 
buy addictive tobacco products instead 
of food.8 Tobacco users are poorer than 
non-users and more likely to report food 
insecurity, even in wealthier countries.9 
While few studies measure overall social 
well-being in relation to tobacco, child 
welfare is an important measure of soci-
etal health. Despite several so-called 
‘corporate social responsibility’ initia-
tives sponsored by tobacco companies, 
tobacco continues to be produced using 
child labour in unsafe conditions.7 10 In 
one study, higher levels of family unhappi-
ness were reported by children in families 
where smoking occurred.11 At the level of 
individuals, there is evidence that those 
who do not use tobacco or who have quit 
are happier than those who continue to 
smoke.12

Finally, tobacco is an environmentally 
destructive industry.13 In addition to 
deforestation for tobacco growing and 
curing, heavy use of pesticides contributes 
to water and soil pollution and degra-
dation. Recent research has also called 
attention to the potential negative effects 
of leachate from billions of discarded ciga-
rette butts on marine life.14 15

Including tobacco control as a devel-
opment issue can restore the humanity of 

the development agenda, moving beyond 
a focus solely on economic growth. 
The evidence for tobacco control as an 
important investment in development 
is clear: The macroeconomic costs of 
tobacco use can be avoided, the pain and 
suffering of tobacco-related diseases can 
be reduced and the relationship between 
tobacco use and poverty can be broken.16 
Strong tobacco  control measures can 
help raise the standard of living of fami-
lies and communities and enable them to 
realise their aspirations and potential. In 
addition, tobacco  control measures may 
reinforce the importance of embedding 
economic activity within the principles of 
a society that values human dignity and 
serves the common good.17 The interests of 
powerful, transnational economic entities 
should not be prioritised over the general 
welfare, whether it be tobacco companies 
or other actors, which exploit the public 
for private gain. Eliminating the tobacco 
threat by implementing tobacco  control 
measures will help countries achieve the 
sustainable development goals.16
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